Deficits in participation of marginalized groups in Higher Education (HE) have attracted significant policy and research attention. Recent studies have explored the role of socioreligious affiliation and other factors in determining participation in HE. It is also shown that appropriate measures of 'deficits' in participation should inform the nature and scope of affirmative action for marginalized groups. Using appropriate measures of participation, this paper explores if the role of socio-religious background and other factors has changed over a period of time. This dynamics of participation in HE is analyzed by using three rounds of NSS data for the period 1999-2010.
Introduction
The policy of affirmative action (AA), essentially in the form of reservation in jobs and higher education in the government sector has been in place in India for a long time but several issues remain unresolved. The two key unresolved issues relate to the factors that should inform the choice of beneficiary population and the duration for which AA benefits should continue. The discussion has also explored the possibility of bringing private sector under the ambit of AA policies. The 'reservation' debate has resurfaced with the inclusion of Other Backward Classes (OBC) for AA in Indian higher education. In an earlier paper, Basant and Sen (2010) argue that an appropriate measure of 'deficits' in participation among different 'socio-religious groups'
should inform the nature and scope of affirmative action. In fact, the paper explores various determinants of participation in HE and suggests that 'deficits' in participation of higher education (HE) among some of the marginalized groups are not significant enough to suggest affirmative action in higher education for these groups. The present paper probes the determinants of HE completion rate further to analyze the changes over a period of time and robustness of the earlier argument. This is done by analyzing three rounds of NSS data during 1999-2000 to 2009-10. The rest of the paper is organized in five sections. Section II provides a very brief historical account of the affirmative action policies in India. Section III discusses the relevant literature to provide a context to the empirical exploration in this paper. Section IV focuses on the research question of the present paper, along with the econometric model, research methodology and the data used. The empirical results and the key findings are presented in Section V. Finally, section VI concludes with a discussion of the policy implications of the empirical results.
History of affirmative action in India
India bears the legacy of extending privileges to the socially backwards castes from the very beginning of the states' formation. During the pre-independence movement, some concessions were extended to Dalits for bringing them into mainstream, through the so called 'Pune pact,' which came into operation through the Government of India Act, 1935 and later, became a part
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of the Indian constitution. Along with the effort of the Indian government through its constitutional powers, the southern states started making their own lists of backward classes for further upliftment of socially, educationally and economically backwards classes. The composite Madras state had a list of its own, which was followed by the state of Andhra Pradesh, after its formation. The same tradition was followed in Karnataka and then, extended to Bihar, Gujarat and other northern states much later.
Also educational support through scholarship schemes to the socially disadvantaged students has been in place from the beginning of five year plans. Apart from the assistance at the central level, several state governments have specific scholarship schemes for SC, STs and OBCs as well.
More recently scholarships have been introduced for minorities by the central government.
A brief review of available studies
The participation in HE being strongly linked to completion of elementary, secondary and postsecondary education, a host of studies (NCERT: 1998 , PROBE:1999 , Pridmore:2007 ) discussing the educational gap at different levels lead us to the primary reasons behind educational deficits among socially disadvantageous groups at the college level. Sedwal and Kamat (2008) discuss the heterogeneous nature of the SCs and STs across states of India; the difference in intrinsic value of education among them, leading to lower participation at elementary level; and the issues of growing demand in some parts along with issues of access to education. However, in the context of higher education, the lower participation emerges both from the lack of demand arising from the facts discussed above, along with the presence of supply side constraints existing in Indian Higher Education (GoI: 2006 , Agarwal: 2006 , Kaul:2006 as well as at the school level. Basant and Sen (2010) 
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Due to the paucity of panel data from a countrywide survey like the NSS, there are very few studies trying to compare education participation of socially disadvantageous groups over time.
One such study by Azam and Blom (2008) compares the NSS data of rounds between 1993 to 2005, through statistical estimates of educational attainment, access, and transition to higher education across socially and economically disadvantaged groups. An interesting conclusion of their statistical analysis is that the variation across states in enrolment is largely due to variations in completion of higher secondary education. Moreover, deficits in transition rates between genders, between social groups, or between religious groups are much smaller than deficits in enrolment. The probit estimate of participation also supports the same results. However, hierarchy of participation in HE through the lenses of HE completion rate, and the dynamics of that over time in India across different socio-religious groups (henceforth, SRCs) are barely discussed in existing literature. This paper tries to fill in that gap. 
Empirical findings
Using data from the three rounds of NSS, estimates of participation have been generated for three years.
Participation in HE: broad trends
The percentage of persons participating in HE among each of the seven SRCs, following both the stock and flow measures are presented in 
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All different definitions of participation of the full sample indicate that, the participation increased in the year 2010 as compared to the 1999 for all SRCs. A more interesting result emerges from the eligible sample, where participation goes down for all SRCs in stock definitions, but goes up for all SRCs by CGF definitions, except for the Hindu ST. So the flow definition of participation indicates that completion of higher secondary education is an important policy tool to encourage higher enrolment in higher education, which does not guarantee higher completion though. However, the decline in participation among SRCs following the stock definitions may also be due to the base effect of increase in overall eligible population over the years as compared to the expansion of access to higher education. 
Figure1a
Figure 1b Tables 2a, 2b, Note: Current education question is asked to people between 5 and 29 years of age. Hence we removed the first age group to maintain consistency across years. Table 3 for Muslim general. The latter's participation in HE has increased at a much slower rate. 
Participation in education at different levels and transition to eligibility for HE
Participation in education by SRCs
Correlates of HE
Apart from the SRC status, a variety of factors can affect participation in HE. indicate that the supply of eligible population for higher education has increased over the years for both the genders, all SRCs, and among both rural and urban persons. While the increase in participation seems to be different across SRCs over the years, one is not able to say anything concrete about these differential trends because one is not very sure about the growth of population share among these SRCs during the period under consideration. Hindu OBCs in recent years, after both cross the threshold of higher secondary education. Being eligible seems to be the key criteria in difference in HE participation between these two groups, and there seem to be less variation among these eligible groups in recent years.
Hindu upper castes are more likely to complete HE in urban areas as compared to Hindu SC, for all the years under study. However, that advantage reduces to as low as four percentage points in 2009-10 for the urban eligible, as compared to thirteen percentage points among urban full sample in the same year. So, here too, crossing the threshold of eligibility has always been the key criteria for the difference between these two groups in HE participation. The picture looks quite similar in rural areas, where the marginal effects are statistically significant in full sample, but lose the statistical significance among eligible sample. Again, it may stem from the fact that once rural Hindu UCs cross the threshold of higher secondary education, not much variation is left with the variable. However, over all, the marginal effects in rural areas have always been less than the ones in urban areas for the otherwise same model specification. This may indicate the lack of accessibility of institutes of higher education in rural areas, which may have prevented all from participation in HE in general.
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Muslim OBCs have lower chances of HE participation as compared to Hindu SCs in urban areas through all the years of study. However, the advantage of Hindu SCs over Muslim OBCs seems to have reduced in recent years under study among both urban and rural eligible, which again indicate the eligibility for entering into HE to be the key factor for completion of HE. Another interesting fact to be noticed in rural full samples is that, the one percentage point of lower chance of HE participation of Muslim OBCs over Hindu SCs has turned into one percentage point of higher chance among the former in the most recent year. This was never the case in any specification of urban area, and is a typical case of Muslims in rural areas only, where they seem to be in better condition. The hierarchies do not seem to change much over years in full sample of urban population, but seem to change among eligible samples, or in rural areas. This may again indicate the importance of access to educational institutions in rural area and crossing the threshold of higher secondary education as two important factor contributing to higher participation in HE. Note: ***-1% level of significance, ** -5% level of significance, * -10% level of significance. The results for state dummies are not reported here due to limited space.
Exploring the role of supply side variables
Conclusion
A few issues emerged from our earlier analysis of the NSS data (Basant and Sen, 2010) . One related to the linkage between affirmative action as practiced by policies of reservation in India and the levels of participation in HE. We had asked the question if such action be linked to deficits of respective groups. If yes, what type of deficits one should go by? For example, our data showed that the deficits for Hindu OBC are not very high, particularly when one looks at the eligible population. This has been substantiated by additional data from two more rounds.
Moreover, econometric analysis of the data showed that once other factors are controlled for, while difference in probability of participation with Hindu SC declines dramatically for most groups, the 'hierarchy of deprivation' is not entirely clear. The results of this paper have further corroborated that finding. This adds to the argument that a better understanding of the 'hierarchy of deprivation' may be critical for a more nuanced policy of affirmative action, including reservation.
Secondly, our earlier results raised questions about how in the discussion on higher education, should one deal with the issue of eligibility. Deficits for the under-privileged were found to be significantly lower among the eligible population, even after we control for a variety of other factors. Thus, once persons from under privileged groups cross the school threshold, the chances of them going to college are quite high. Once again, the results of data from other rounds corroborate these empirical conclusions. The importance of the additional control for access to secondary school also supports the argument. Clearly, a better understanding of the constraints on school education is critical if participation in higher education is to be enhanced. Therefore, should the higher education policy also focus on ensuring that the threshold is crossed?
Arguably, reservation in higher education is an incentive to cross the threshold. Similarly, one can argue that job reservation can enhance the incentives to participate in higher education. Are these adequate? To what extent have these worked? Do we have better options for affirmative action? Do the reservation policies need to be revised frequently along with being more dynamic to reflect the change in participation among eligible underprivileged?
Thirdly, the results reported here once again raise questions about the efficacy of socio-religious affiliation to be the sole focus of affirmative action. Since many factors, other than socio-
